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1
SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR DETECTING
SURFACE CHARGES OF A MEMS DEVICE

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to MEMS devices, and more
particularly to devices for determining and characterizing
surface charges within a MEMS device.

BACKGROUND ART

Microelectromechanical systems (“MEMS”) are used in a
growing number of applications. For example, MEMS cur-
rently are implemented as gyroscopes to detect pitch angles
of airplanes, and as accelerometers to selectively deploy air
bags in automobiles. In simplified terms, many such MEMS
devices often have a structure suspended above a substrate,
and associated circuitry that both senses movement of the
suspended structure and delivers the sensed movement data to
one or more external devices (e.g., an external computer). The
external device processes the sensed data to calculate the
property being measured (e.g., pitch angle or acceleration).

When a voltage is applied to a MEMS device, a surface
charge may build up within the MEMS device (e.g., within a
surface of the capacitor of the MEMS). This surface charge
can impact the performance and accuracy of the MEMS
device by redistributing the electric field. This redistribution
of'the electric field can cause the performance of the device to
drift, and can severely restrict the range of stable operation of
some MEMS devices. In more severe instances, the trapped
surface charges can cause stiction and device failure.

Prior attempts to measure the surface charge have utilized
Klein probe force microscopy (KPFM). However, the KPFM
technique is destructive (e.g., the MEMS device is destroyed
during testing), and has a very low scan rate. Other prior art
methods measure the charge/discharge current of a battery,
but are not sensitive enough to measure the surface change
within a MEMS device.

SUMMARY OF THE EMBODIMENTS

A first embodiment of the invention involves a method for
measuring a retained surface charge within a MEMS device.
The MEMS device may include a first and second electrode
(e.g., separated by an air gap). The method may first perform
an initial signal sweep on the MEMS device by applying a
first force signal to the MEMS device and gradually changing
the applied first force signal. By changing the first force
signal, the method may change a gap between the first and
second electrode which, in turn, causes a capacitance change.

After performing the initial signal sweep, the method may
(1) apply a stress signal to the MEMS device for a pre-
determined amount of time, and (2) perform at least one
additional signal sweep on the MEMS device. The stress
signal may cause the first and/or second electrode to retain a
surface charge. To perform the additional signal sweep(s), the
method may apply a second force signal to the MEMS device
and gradually change the applied second force signal which,
in turn, changes the capacitance between the first and second
electrode. The method may then calculate a signal shift based
upon the data obtained from the initial signal sweep and the
additional signal sweep(s). The signal shift may be represen-
tative of the retained surface charge. The first and second
force signals may be voltages.

In some embodiments, performing the initial signal sweep
and the at least one additional signal sweep may include
increasing the applied first force signal and applied second
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force signal from a minimum signal to a maximum signal.
Additionally, performing the initial signal sweep may also
include decreasing the applied first force signal to the mini-
mum signal after reaching the maximum signal. Similarly,
performing the at least one additional signal sweep may
include decreasing the applied second force signal to the
minimum signal after reaching the maximum signal. Further-
more, calculating the signal shift may include (1) calculating
a first signal shift based upon data obtained as the applied
second force is increased during the at least one additional
signal sweep, (2) calculating a second signal shift based upon
data obtained as the applied second force is decreased during
the at least one additional signal sweep, and (3) averaging the
first and second signal shifts to obtain an average signal shift.

The first and second electrodes may include a coating, and
the surface charge may be retained in the coating. For
example, the coating may be an anti-stiction coating and/or a
dielectric material coating. Additionally, the absolute value of
the stress signal may be less than a pull-in voltage of the first
and second electrodes.

In some embodiments, performing the initial signal sweep
and the at least one additional signal sweep may include
decreasing the applied first signal and applied second signal
from a maximum signal to a minimum signal. Additionally,
performing the initial signal sweep may also include increas-
ing the applied first force signal to the maximum signal after
reaching the minimum signal, and performing the at least one
additional signal sweep may include increasing the applied
second force signal to the maximum signal after reaching the
minimum signal. Calculating the signal shift may include (1)
calculating a first signal shift based upon data obtained as the
applied second force is decreased during the at least one
additional signal sweep, (2) calculating a second signal shift
based upon data obtained as the applied second force is
increased during the at least one additional signal sweep, and
(3) averaging the first and second signal shifts to obtain an
average signal shift.

In accordance with further embodiments, a method for
characterizing surface charges within a MEMS device may
include (1) applying a force signal to the MEMS device, (2)
gradually changing the applied force signal, (3) applying a
stress signal to the MEMS device for a pre-determined
amount of time to cause the first and second electrodes within
the MEMS device to retain a surface charge, (4) repeating
steps 1-3 (e.g., a pre-determined number of times, for
example, at least five times), and (5) calculating a signal shift
based upon the data obtained from step (2). The applied force
signal may create a capacitance between the first and second
electrodes, and gradually changing the applied force signal
may change the capacitance between the electrodes. The sig-
nal shift may be representative of the retained surface charge.

The first and/or second electrode may include a coating
(e.g., an anti-stiction coating and/or a dielectric material coat-
ing), and the surface charge may be retained in the coating.
The absolute value of the stress signal may less than a pull-in
voltage of the first and second electrodes (e.g., to prevent the
electrodes from contacting one another).

In some embodiments, calculating a voltage shift may
include plotting the change in capacitance against the applied
signal data to obtain a hysteresis plot for each of the pre-
determined number of times. The signal shift may be the
distance of a center point of the hysteresis plot from a zero
signal point. Gradually changing the force signal may include
increasing the force signal to a maximum signal, and the
method may include gradually decreasing the applied force
signal once the force signal has reached the maximum signal.
In such embodiments, calculating a signal shift may include
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(1) calculating a first signal shift based upon data obtained as
the applied force signal is increased, (2) calculating a second
signal shift based upon data obtained as the applied force
signal is decreased, and (3) averaging the first and second
signal shifts to obtain an average signal shift. Repeating steps
1-3 for a pre-determined number of times may include repeat-
ing the steps at least five times, and the stress signal and
pre-determined amount of time may be varied for each of the
number of times. Additionally, the method may include cal-
culating a signal shift for each of the predetermined number
of times.

In accordance with additional embodiments, a test system
may include a MEMS capacitor, a signal generator, and a
signal monitor. The MEMS capacitor may have a first elec-
trode and a second electrode that are separated by an air gap.
The signal generator may be configured to perform at least
one signal sweep and apply a stress signal to the MEMS
capacitor. The signal sweep may include applying and gradu-
ally changing a force signal to the MEMS capacitor which, in
turn, changes a capacitance between the first and second
electrode. The stress signal may cause at least one of the first
and second electrodes to retain a surface charge. The signal
generator may apply the stress signal to the MEMS device for
a pre-determined amount of time.

The signal monitor may be configured to measure the
capacitance between the first and second electrode as the
applied force signal is increased, and may be configured to
communicate with a data analysis device. The data analysis
device may be configured to calculate a signal shift based, at
least in part, upon the applied force signal and the capacitance
measured by the signal monitor. The signal shift may be
representative of the retained surface charge. The MEMS
capacitor, the signal generator, and the signal monitor may be
located on the same chip. The first and/or second electrodes
may include a coating (e.g., an anti-stiction coating and/or a
dielectric material coating), and the surface charge may be
retained in the coating.

In some embodiments, the signal sweep may be an increas-
ing signal sweep, and the signal generator may gradually
increase the applied force signal to a maximum signal. The
signal generator may also be configured to perform a decreas-
ing signal sweep by gradually decreasing the applied force
signal once the force signal has reached the maximum signal.
The signal monitor may also be configured to measure the
capacitance between the first and second electrodes during
the decreasing signal sweep. The test system may include the
data analysis device.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The foregoing features of embodiments will be more
readily understood by reference to the following detailed
description, taken with reference to the accompanying draw-
ings, in which:

FIG. 1A schematically shows a side view of a MEMS
device with two electrodes, in accordance with illustrative
embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 1B schematically shows a top view of MEMS device
with an alternative electrode configuration, in accordance
with additional embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 1C schematically shows a side view of MEMS device
with a third electrode configuration, in accordance with addi-
tional embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 2 schematically shows a charge test apparatus in
accordance with some embodiments of the present invention.
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FIG. 3 shows a flowchart depicting a method of character-
izing a retained surface charge, in accordance with additional
embodiments of the present invention.

FIGS. 4A and 4B schematically show capacitance-voltage
curves for a MEMS device in accordance with embodiments
of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF SPECIFIC
EMBODIMENTS

In illustrative embodiments, a charge test apparatus char-
acterizes charges that may be retained within the electrodes
(or surface coatings on the electrodes) of a MEMS device
(e.g., a MEMS accelerometer, gyroscope, etc.). By character-
izing this retained charge, various embodiments of the
present invention are able to compensate for drifting caused
by the retained charge, and improving the accuracy of the
MEMS device. Details of illustrative embodiments are dis-
cussed in greater detail below.

MEMS devices such as MEMS accelerometers and gyro-
scopes employ capacitors with multiple electrodes to mea-
sure a force that is applied to the MEMS device. Exemplary
MEMS gyroscopes are discussed in greater detail in U.S. Pat.
No. 6,505,511, which is assigned to Analog Devices, Inc. of
Norwood, Mass. Exemplary MEMS accelerometers are dis-
cussed in greater detail in U.S. Pat. No. 5,939,633, which also
is assigned to Analog Devices, Inc. of Norwood, Mass. The
disclosures of U.S. Pat. Nos. 5,939,633 and 6,505,511 are
incorporated herein, in their entireties, by reference.

For example, as shown in FIG. 1A, the MEMS device 100
can have a first electrode 110 (e.g., a moveable mass)
mounted to a substrate (not shown) via one or more springs
120 that allow the first electrode 110 to move when a force is
applied. Additionally, the MEMS device 100 also has a sta-
tionary electrode 130. As the name suggests, the stationary
electrode 130 does not move relative to the underlying device
(e.g., the automobile), even when a force is applied. As dis-
cussed in greater detail below, each of the electrodes (e.g., the
moveable electrode 110 and the stationary electrode 130) can
have an anti-stiction surface coating or dielectric material
coating.

When a force is applied to the MEMS device (e.g., to the
substrate and the stationary electrode 130), the moveable
electrode 110 will move relative to the stationary electrode
130. If the applied force causes the moveable electrode 110 to
move closer to the stationary electrode 130, the capacitance
between the electrodes 110 increases (e.g., capacitance is
inversely proportional to the distance between the elec-
trodes). If the force causes the moveable electrode 110 to
move away from the stationary electrode 130, then the capaci-
tance decreases.

Although the variable capacitor is described above as hav-
ing a moveable electrode 110 (e.g., a moveable plate) and a
stationary electrode 130 (e.g., a stationary plate), some
embodiments of the present invention can utilize different
variable capacitors. For example, each of the electrodes 110/
130 may be moveable (e.g., the electrode 130 may be move-
able along with the moveable electrode 110). Alternatively, as
shown in FIG. 1B, the capacitor can have electrodes 160/170
with a plurality of inter-digitated fingers 162/172. In such
embodiments, the change in capacitance may be based upon
the change in overlapping areas between the inter-digitated
fingers 162/172. Furthermore, as shown in FIG. 1C, some
embodiments of the present invention may utilize variable
capacitors having asymmetric electrodes 180/190.

As mentioned above, various embodiments of the present
invention can detect and characterize surface charges that
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may build up on the surface of the electrodes 110/130 (or
within the surface coatings 140). To that end, some embodi-
ments may include a parametric analyzer 200 that may be
used to characterize the retained surface charge. As shown in
FIG. 2, the analyzer 200 may include a signal generator 210
and a signal monitor 220. Both the signal generator 210 and
the signal monitor 220 may be electrically connected to the
MEMS capacitor 100 and an off-chip or on-chip data analysis
device 230.

As the name suggests, the signal generator 210 can gener-
ate a signal and apply a force (e.g., a voltage) to the MEMS
capacitor 100. As discussed above, as the force is applied to
the MEMS capacitor 100, the electrodes 110/130 will move
relative to one another (e.g., the moveable electrode 110 can
move closer to or further away from the stationary electrode
130). As the distance between the electrodes 110/130
changes, so will the capacitance. Additionally, as discussed in
greater detail below, the signal generator 210 can also apply a
“stress signal” to the MEMS capacitor. Specifically, this
stress signal can “inject” a charge into the electrodes 110/130
and/or surface coatings 140. In other words, the stress signal
generated by the signal generator 210 can create a charge that
is retained and/or builds up within the electrodes 110/130
and/or surface coatings 140.

As the signal generator 210 applies the force and stress
signals to MEMS capacitor, the signal monitor can monitor
and record the voltage applied to the MEMS capacitor, and
the changes in the capacitance as the electrodes 110/130
move relative to one another. The signal monitor 210 can also
transfer the recorded data to the data analyzer 230 which, as
discussed in greater detail below, analyzes the force and
capacitance data to determine and characterize any charge
that builds up within the electrodes 110/130 and/or surface
coatings 140. In some embodiments, the data analyzer 230
can plot the capacitance and voltage data to obtain represen-
tative C-V curves (discussed in greater detail below).

FIG. 3 shows one embodiment of a method in accordance
with the present invention. According to the method 300, the
signal generator 210 (FIG. 2) can perform an initial voltage
sweep (e.g., to obtain a baseline measurement) of the MEMS
capacitor by applying a force signal (e.g., a voltage or a
current) to the MEMS capacitor and gradually increasing the
voltage (Step 310). As mentioned above, as the applied volt-
age is increased, the capacitance between the electrodes 110/
130 will change (e.g., as the changing force/voltage causes
the electrodes 110/130 to move relative to one another). As
the capacitance changes, the signal monitor 220 can monitor
and record the capacitance between the electrodes 110/130
(Step 320). The signal generator can continue to increase the
force/voltage until a maximum signal is reached (Step 330).

Although the actual voltages can vary from MEMS device
to MEMS device and application to application, in order to
obtain a full “sweep” of the MEMS device, the signal gen-
erator 210 can begin the voltage sweep at a voltage that is
below the “pull-out voltage™ of the MEMS capacitor 100 and
gradually increase the signal to a voltage that is above the
“pull in voltage” of the MEMS capacitor 100. As used herein,
the term “pull-in voltage” refers to the voltage at which the
balance between the electrostatic force of the electrodes and
the spring force becomes unstable and the two electrodes
110/130 collapse and contact one another. After collapsing,
the sum of the electrostatic force and the adhesion force
between two touching surfaces (e.g., the surfaces of the elec-
trodes) is higher than the spring force due to the shorter
distance (e.g., no distance) between the electrodes 110/130.
Similarly, the term “pull-out voltage™ refers to the voltage at
which the spring force is restored and is higher than the sum
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6

of the electrostatic force and the adhesion force, and the
electrodes 110/130 once again separate from one another. In
illustrative embodiments, these voltages are different.

After reaching the maximum voltage (e.g., Step 330 men-
tioned above), in some embodiments, the signal generator
210 can then gradually decrease the applied force signal (e.g.,
the applied voltage) (Step 340), and the signal monitor 220
can monitor/record the changes in capacitance between the
electrodes 110/130 as the force signal is decreased (Step 350).
The signal generator 210 can continue decreasing the force
signal until it reaches a minimum signal/voltage (e.g., the
signal/voltage that the signal generator started at in Step 310)
(Step 360). It is important to note that the steps of decreasing
the force signal to the minimum signal (e.g., Steps 340, 350,
and 360) are optional and some embodiments of the present
invention only perform the steps of increasing the force signal
(e.g., steps 310, 320, and 330).

It is important to note that, in some embodiments, the
voltage sweeps may be performed in a different order from
that described above. For example, the initial voltage sweep
may start from the maximum voltage, and the signal genera-
tor 210 may gradually decrease the applied force signal until
it reaches the minimum voltage. The signal generator 210
may then gradually increase the applied force signal until it
reaches the maximum voltage (e.g., the steps of 310/320 and
340/350 may be reversed). In such embodiments, the steps of
increasing the applied signal to the maximum voltage may be
optional.

FIG. 4A shows an exemplary capacitance-voltage curve
(C-V curve) (e.g., as plotted by the data analyzer 230) show-
ing the changes in capacitance between the electrodes 110/
130 as the voltage is increased to the maximum (e.g., Steps
310, 320, and 330), and then decreased to the minimum (e.g.,
Steps 340, 350, and 360). As mentioned above, the signal
generator 210 can begin the initial voltage sweep by applying
a minimum voltage (point 410 on the C-V curve), and may
gradually increase the applied force signal. In the C-V curve
shown in FIG. 4A, the minimum voltage is a negative voltage
(e.g., =2 volts) below the pull-in voltage 420. Therefore, at the
minimum voltage, the electrodes 110/130 are collapsed and
contacting one another, as described above. As the signal
generator 210 gradually increases the force signal, the capaci-
tance will gradually decrease (section 412 of the C-V curve)
until it reaches the pull-out voltage 430. At the pull-out volt-
age, the balance between the electrostatic force and the spring
force is restored, and the electrodes 110/130 will separate
from one another causing a sharp drop in the capacitance
(e.g., section 414 of the C-V curve 400).

As the force signal is increased further, the capacitance will
continue to decrease until the voltage crosses the zero point
405 (e.g., section 460 of the C-V curve 400). Once the voltage
crosses the zero point 405, the capacitance will begin to
gradually increase with the increasing voltage (e.g., section
416 of the C-V curve) until the applied force signal reaches
the pull-in voltage 440. Once the force signal reaches the
pull-in voltage 440, there will be a sharp increase in the
capacitance (section 418 of the C-V curve 400) as the elec-
trodes collapse and touch one another. There will then be a
gradual increase in the capacitance as the signal generator
210 continues to increase the force signal to the maximum
voltage 450.

As mentioned above, in some embodiments, the voltage
sweep can also be performed in reverse (e.g., the signal gen-
erator 210 can decrease the force signal from the maximum
voltage 450 to the minimum voltage 410). In such embodi-
ments, the capacitance will gradually decrease (section 452 of
the C-V curve 400) with the force signal until the force signal
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reaches the pull-out voltage (point 470 on the C-V curve 400)
of the MEMS capacitor (e.g., the electrodes 110/130 will be
in contact with one another because the maximum force sig-
nal is above the pull-in voltage 470), at which point, there will
be a sharp drop in the capacitance as the electrodes 110/130
separate from one another (section 454 of the C-V curve). As
the force signal is decreased further (e.g., below the pull-out
voltage 470), the capacitance will decrease slightly (section
480 of the C-V curve) until the voltage crosses the zero point
405 (the point at which the voltage changes from a positive
voltage to a negative voltage), at which point the capacitance
will gradually begin to increase (section 456) until the force
signal reaches the pull-in voltage 420. When the force signal
reaches the pull-in voltage 420, the electrodes 110/130 will
once again collapse and touch one another, causing a sharp
increase in the capacitance (section 458). The capacitance
will then, once again, increase gradually until the minimum
force signal 410 is reached.

It is important to note that, as shown in FIG. 4A, a pull-in
voltage and a pull-out voltage can occur for both positive and
negative force signals because the electrostatic force is pro-
portional to the voltage squared. For example, there can be a
positive pull-out voltage (Vpout+ 470), a positive pull-in
voltage (Vpin+ 440), a negative pull-in voltage (Vpin— 420),
and a negative pull-out voltage (Vpout— 430). In the absence
of aretained surface charge, the profiles of each sweep should
be centered around the zero point 405.

Returning to FIG. 3, after reaching the maximum signal
(e.g., in embodiments which only perform the negative to
positive/increasing voltage sweep—Steps 310 to 330) or
reaching the minimum voltage (e.g., in embodiments that also
perform the positive to negative/decreasing voltage sweep—
Steps 340 to 360), the method 300/signal generator 210 may
apply a stress signal to the MEMS capacitor 100 (Step 370).
Applying the stress signal will inject a charge into the MEMS
capacitor 100 that will be temporarily retained by the elec-
trodes 110/130 and/or the surface coating 140 (e.g., the elec-
trodes 110/130 and/or the surface coating 140 will retain a
surface charge). The signal generator 210 may apply the
stress signal for several minutes (e.g., 5 minutes, 10 minutes,
20 minutes, etc.). Any number of voltages may be used as the
stress signal, however, the absolute value of the stress signal
voltage should be below the pull-in voltages (e.g., Vpin— 420
and Vpin+ 440) of the MEMS capacitor to prevent the elec-
trodes 110/130 from coming into contact with one another
during the stressing process.

Various embodiments of the present invention can use
either DC or AC voltages for the voltage sweep(s) and the
stress signal. However, it is important to note that the average
change in voltage for the voltage sweep(s) and stress signal
should not equal zero. Therefore, AC voltages should be used
in combination with a DC voltage to ensure that the average
value in voltage is not equal to zero (e.g., it is either greater
than or less than zero).

After applying the stress signal for the first time, the
method 300 may repeat the steps of performing the voltage
sweep (e.g., steps 310 to 330 or, alternatively, steps 310-360)
and applying the stress signal (e.g., step 370) a number of
times until a maximum number of times/cycles is performed
(Step 380). It should be noted that any number of cycles/time
can be performed. For example, the method 300 can perform
the sweep/stress signal cycle two times, five times, ten times,
or greater than ten times, to name but a few examples.

As mentioned above, applying the stress signal to the
MEMS capacitor 100 will build up a surface charge within the
electrodes 110/130 or the surface coating 140 of the elec-
trodes 110/130. This built up surface charge will create a
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voltage shift in the MEMS capacitor 100. FIG. 4B shows a
schematic ofa C-V curve before and after a surface charge has
built up within the MEMS capacitor 100 (e.g., after the signal
generator 210 has applied the stress voltage). As can be seen
in FIG. 4B, the C-V curve 520 is no longer centered around
the zero point 405 (e.g., the point at which the voltage is zero).
Rather, the built up surface charge creates a voltage shift
which shifts the C-V curb left or right, depending on whether
the retained charge is positive or negative. For example, FI1G.
4B shows a typical C-V curve 510 (e.g., a C-V curve when
there is no built-up surface charge), and a C-V curve 520 of a
MEMS capacitor 100 in which there is a built up surface
charge. As can be seen in the graph, the center point 525 ofthe
C-V curve 520 is not centered at the zero point 530, whereas
the center point of the typical C-V curve 510 is centered at the
zero point 530. Instead, the built-up surface charge creates a
voltage shift (Vshift) 540 that moves the center point 525 to
the right of the zero point 530

Itis important to note that the direction that the center of the
C-V curve is shifted from the zero point 530 indicates
whether the surface charge built up within the electrodes
110/130 or the surface coating 140 of the electrodes 110/130
is a positive charge or a negative charge. For example, a
positive surface charge will shift the center point 525 in one
direction, and a negative surface charge will shift the center
point in the other direction.

Returning to FIG. 3, once the maximum number of cycles
is performed (determined on a case by case basis and based
upon the given application), the method 300 (e.g., the signal
monitor 220) can record the results and send them to the data
analyzer 230 (step 390). As discussed in greater detail below,
the data analyzer 230, in turn, can analyze the results and
characterize the amount of surface charge (e.g., the voltage
shift) retained by the MEMS capacitor 100. For example, the
charge ata given applied voltage is proportional to the applied
voltage and the measured capacitance at that voltage. There-
fore, the data analyzer 230 can determine a charge at a given
applied voltage utilizing the following equation:

0=CxV

where Q is the magnitude of the charge, C is the measured
capacitance, and V is the voltage (e.g., the voltage shift).

To determine the retained charge, the data analyzer 230 can
determine the change in retained charge for a given applied
voltage (e.g., for a given applied force signal). For example,
the data analyzer 230 can determine the charge for a given
applied force signal during the initial voltage sweep (e.g.,
before the stress signal is applied) and then again during the
subsequent voltage sweeps (e.g., after the stress signal is
applied). The amount of the charge at a given applied voltage
is equal to the absolute value of the voltage shift caused by the
retained charge. As described in greater detail below, the
calculated retained charge (e.g., voltage shift) may then be
stored (e.g., within a look-up table) for use during device
operation to allow the system (e.g., a control circuit) to com-
pensate for the retained charge.

Perhaps a simple example to illustrate the change in
retained charge is when the applied voltage is zero (e.g., when
the signal generator is not applying any voltage and any
charge is the result of the built-up/retained surface charge). In
this example, prior to the stress signal being applied (e.g.,
during the initial voltage sweep), there should be no retained
charge. Therefore, the charge at zero applied voltage should
also be zero (e.g., the center of the hysteresis plot is located at
the zero voltage point—see C-V curve 510 in FIG. 4B).
However, once the signal generator 210 applies the stress
signal and a charge is built-up/retained within the electrodes
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110/130, the calculated charge will no longer be zero (e.g.,
because of the built-up/retained charge). This change in the
calculated charge can be seen as a shift in the center point of
the hysteresis plots (e.g., from the zero point 530 to point 535,
as discussed above).

As mentioned above, some embodiments can optionally
perform both an increasing voltage sweep (e.g., a voltage
sweep that increases the applied voltage from a minimum
voltage to a maximum voltage) and a decreasing voltage
sweep (e.g., a voltage sweep that decreases the applied volt-
age from the maximum down to the minimum voltage). In
such embodiments, the data analyzer 230 can determine the
voltage shift for the increasing voltage sweep, and the voltage
shift for the decreasing voltage sweep. Although the increas-
ing and decreasing voltage sweeps span the same voltage
range (e.g., they both have the same minimum and maximum
voltages), the calculated voltage shifts may vary slightly.
Therefore, in order to obtain a single voltage shift, various
embodiments may average the voltage shifts calculated for
the increasing and decreasing voltage sweeps. This average
voltage shift can then be used characterize the retained charge
and may be stored within the look up table (e.g., as mentioned
above and discussed in greater detail). Also, some embodi-
ments can perform additional voltage sweeps (e.g., in addi-
tion to the increasing and decreasing voltage sweeps dis-
cussed above) and average the calculated voltage shifts for all
sweeps (e.g., the signal generator can perform multiple
increasing voltage sweeps and multiple decreasing voltage
sweeps that can be averaged to obtain a single voltage shift).

It is important to note that, because the voltage shift (e.g.,
the retained charge) is proportional to the stress signal and the
amount of time the stress signal is applied to the MEMS
capacitor (e.g., the voltage and length of time the stress signal
is applied will determine the amount of retained voltage and
the voltage shift), some embodiments can vary the stress
voltage and time. For example, after each voltage sweep, the
signal generator 210 can use a different stress voltage and/or
apply the stress voltage for a different length oftime (e.g., for
subsequent cycles). In this manner, some embodiments of the
present invention are able to obtain numerous data points for
the retained charge which, in turn, provides for better calibra-
tion and compensation for the retained charge (discussed
below). The calculated voltage shift (e.g., the retained charge)
for each of the applied stress signals can be stored within a
look up table.

Once the built-up/retained surface charge is determined
(e.g., the look up table is populated), some embodiments of
the present invention can then use this information to cali-
brate the MEMS capacitors (e.g., the accelerometers, gyro-
scopes, etc.) in order to compensate for the retained charge.
For example, some embodiments can include a control circuit
that alters the amount of voltage used to energize the capaci-
tor during use in order to compensate for the retained charge.
In other words, the control circuit can monitor the working
stress voltage and adjust the input used to energize the capaci-
tor during operation based upon the calculated voltage shift at
the working stress voltage (e.g., the control circuit can utilize
the look up table to determine the voltage shift at a given
working stress voltage and adjust the voltage input accord-
ingly).

For example, the control circuit can increase or decrease
the input voltage to off-set the anticipated retained charge,
and essentially shift the C-V curve back to the typical C-V
510 curve shown in FIG. 4B. The control circuit can continu-
ously monitor the working stress voltage and adjust the input
voltage (e.g., using the look up table) as the working stress
voltage changes. For example, in some embodiments, the
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desired/target energizing voltage can be equal to the applied
input voltage plus the retained charge (e.g., the voltage may
be equal to the voltage supplied to the MEMS capacitor plus
the charge/voltage that is retained in the surface of the elec-
trodes 110/130).

By compensating for the retained surface charge in the
manner described above, embodiments of the present inven-
tion are able to provide a higher degree of accuracy (e.g.,
because the retained charge is being compensated for). Addi-
tionally, compensating for the retained charge can improve
the range of stable operation, reduce performance drift with
time, and reduce the likelihood of stiction (which, in turn,
may lead to device failure). Furthermore, because the retained
voltage dissipates over time, embodiments of the present
invention are able to characterize the retained charge without
destroying the MEMS capacitor 100.

Additionally, because the retained charge is representative
of a charge that builds-up in the surface of the electrodes
110/130 and/or any coatings 140 on the electrodes 110/130,
some embodiments of the present invention can be used to test
and compare a number of different surface coatings. For
example, various embodiments of the present invention can
be used to compare a variety of different anti-stiction and/or
dielectric material coatings. Based upon the information gen-
erated utilizing the above described methodology, the most
appropriate surface coating (or no surface coating) can be
determined for a given application for the MEMS device 100.

It is important to note that, during MEMS device fabrica-
tion, several of the test chips 200 can be manufactured on
specific portions of a wafer. For example, the test chip 200 can
be manufactured on approximately ten dies spaced through-
out a wafer containing several thousand MEMS devices. In
this manner, there is only minimal cost in real estate (e.g.,
adding the test chips 200 does not greatly reduce the number
of accelerometers, gyroscopes, etc. that may be manufac-
tured). Because the MEMS devices surrounding the test chip
200 should have similar charge retention characteristics, each
test chip 200 can be used to characterize the retained charge of
MEMS devices surrounding the test chip 200 (e.g., before the
wafer is diced).

Additionally, although the embodiments described above
are described as being on-chip devices (e.g., the signal gen-
erator 210 and the signal monitor 220 may be located on the
same chip as the MEMS capacitor 100), the above described
components (e.g., the signal generator 210, signal monitor
220, and data analyzer 230) can also be located off chip. For
example, the signal generator 210, the signal monitor 220,
and the data analyzer 230 may be separate from the MEMS
capacitor 100, and electrically connected to the MEMS
capacitor 100 after manufacture.

The embodiments of the invention described above are
intended to be merely exemplary; numerous variations and
modifications will be apparent to those skilled in the art. All
such variations and modifications are intended to be within
the scope of the present invention as defined in any appended
claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for measuring a retained surface charge within
a MEMS device comprising:

(1) performing an initial voltage signal sweep on the
MEMS device, the MEMS device including a first and
second electrode; the initial voltage signal

sweep including applying a first force voltage signal to a
substrate and the second electrode of the MEMS device
and gradually changing the applied first force voltage
signal, which changes a capacitance between the first
and second electrode;
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(ii) applying a stress voltage signal to the MEMS device for
a pre-determined amount of time, the stress voltage sig-
nal causing at least one of the first and second electrodes
to retain a surface charge;

(iii) performing an at least one additional voltage signal
sweep on the MEMS device after applying the stress
voltage signal, the at least one additional voltage signal
sweep including applying a second force voltage signal
to the MEMS device and gradually changing the applied
second force voltage signal, changing the second force
voltage signal which changes the capacitance between
the first and second electrode;

(iv) calculating a signal shift based upon data obtained in
(1) and (ii1), the signal shift being representative of the
retained surface charge.

2. A method according to claim 1, wherein performing the
initial voltage signal sweep and the at least one additional
voltage signal sweep includes increasing the applied first
force voltage signal and applied second force voltage signal
from a minimum signal to a maximum signal.

3. A method according to claim 2, wherein performing the
initial voltage signal sweep also includes decreasing the
applied first force voltage signal to the minimum signal after
reaching the maximum signal, and performing the at least one
additional voltage signal sweep includes decreasing the
applied second force voltage signal to the minimum signal
after reaching the maximum signal.

4. A method according to claim 3, wherein calculating a
voltage signal shift includes:

calculating a first voltage signal shift based upon data
obtained as the applied second force is increased during
the at least one additional voltage signal sweep;

calculating a second voltage signal shift based upon data
obtained as the applied second force is decreased during
the at least one additional voltage signal sweep; and

averaging the first and second voltage signal shifts to
obtain an average voltage signal shift.

5. A method according to claim 1, wherein at least one of
the first and second electrodes includes a coating, the surface
charge being retained in the coating.

6. A method according to claim 5, wherein the coating is at
least one of an anti-stiction coating and a dielectric material
coating.

7. A method according to claim 1, wherein an absolute
value of the stress voltage signal is less than a pull-in voltage
of the first and second electrodes.

8. A method according to claim 1, wherein performing the
initial voltage signal sweep and the at least one additional
voltage signal sweep includes decreasing the applied first
voltage signal and applied second voltage signal from a maxi-
mum signal to a minimum signal.

9. A method according to claim 8, wherein performing the
initial voltage signal sweep also includes increasing the
applied first force voltage signal to the maximum signal after
reaching the minimum signal, and performing the at least one
additional voltage signal sweep includes increasing the
applied second force voltage signal to the maximum signal
after reaching the minimum signal.

10. A method according to claim 9, wherein calculating a
voltage signal shift includes: calculating a first voltage signal
shift based upon data obtained as the applied second force is
decreased during the at least one additional voltage signal
sweep; calculating a second voltage signal shift based upon
data obtained as the applied second force is increased during
the at least one additional voltage signal sweep; and averag-
ing the first and second voltage signal shifts to obtain an
average voltage signal shift.
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11. A method for characterizing surface charges within a
MEMS device having a first and second electrode, the method
comprising:

(1) applying a force voltage signal to a substrate and the
second electrode of the MEMS device, the force voltage
signal creating a capacitance between the first and sec-
ond electrode;

(i) gradually changing the applied force voltage signal to
change the capacitance between the first and second
electrodes;

(iii) applying a stress voltage signal to the MEMS device
for a pre-determined amount of time, the force voltage
signal causing at least one of the first and second elec-
trodes to retain a surface charge;

(v) repeating (i) through (iii) for a pre-determined number
of times;

(vi) calculating a signal shift based upon data obtained in
(ii), the signal shift being representative of the retained
surface charge.

12. A method according to claim 11, wherein at least one of
the first and second electrodes includes a coating, the surface
charge being retained in the coating.

13. A method according to claim 12, wherein the coating is
atleast one of an anti-stiction coating and a dielectric material
coating.

14. A method according to claim 11, wherein an absolute
value of the stress voltage signal is less than a pull-in voltage
of the first and second electrodes.

15. A method according to claim 11, wherein calculating a
voltage signal shift includes plotting the change in capaci-
tance against the applied signal data to obtain a hysteresis plot
for each of the pre-determined number of times, the voltage
signal shift being the distance of a center point of the hyster-
esis plot from a zero signal point.

16. A method according to claim 11, wherein gradually
changing the force voltage signal includes increasing the
force voltage signal to a maximum signal.

17. A method according to claim 16 further comprising:
gradually decreasing the applied force voltage signal once the
force voltage signal has reached the maximum signal.

18. A method according to claim 17, wherein calculating a
voltage signal shift includes: calculating a first voltage signal
shift based upon data obtained as the applied force voltage
signal is increased; calculating a second voltage signal shift
based upon data obtained as the applied force voltage signal is
decreased; and averaging the first and second voltage signal
shifts to obtain an average voltage signal shift.

19. A method according to claim 11, wherein repeating (i)
through (iii) for a pre-determined number of time including
repeating (i) through (iii) at least five times, the stress signal
and pre-determined amount of time being varied for each of
the number of times.

20. A method according to claim 19, further comprising
calculating a voltage signal shift for each of the predeter-
mined number of times.

21. A test system comprising:

a MEMS capacitor having a first electrode and a second
electrode, the first and second electrode being separated
by an air gap;

a signal generator configured to perform at least one signal
voltage sweep and apply a stress voltage signal to the
MEMS capacitor, the signal sweep including applying
and gradually changing a force voltage signal to the
MEMS capacitor thereby changing a capacitance
between the first and second electrode, the stress signal
causing at least one of the first and second electrodes to
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retain a surface charge, the signal generator applying the
stress signal to the MEMS device for a pre-determined
amount of time;

a signal monitor configured to measure the capacitance
between the first and second electrode as the applied
force voltage signal is increased, the signal monitor con-
figured to communicate with a data analysis device con-
figured to calculate a signal shift based, at least in part,
upon the applied force signal and the capacitance mea-
sured by the signal monitor, the signal shift being rep-
resentative of the retained surface charge.

22. A test system according to claim 21, wherein the
MEMS capacitor, the signal generator, and the signal monitor
are located on the same chip.

23. A test system according to claim 21, wherein at least
one of the first and second electrodes includes a coating, the
surface charge being retained in the coating.
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24. A test system according to claim 23, wherein the coat-
ing is at least one of an anti-stiction coating and a dielectric
material coating.

25. A test system according to claim 21, wherein the volt-
age signal sweep is an increasing voltage signal sweep, the
signal generator gradually increasing the applied force volt-
age signal to a maximum signal.

26. A test system according to claim 25, wherein the volt-
age signal generator is also configured to perform a decreas-
ing voltage signal sweep by gradually decreasing the applied
force voltage signal once the force voltage signal has reached
the maximum signal, and the signal monitor is configured to
measure the capacitance between the first and second elec-
trodes during the decreasing voltage signal sweep.

27. A test system according to claim 21, further comprising
the data analysis device.
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